Cutaneous mast cell depletion and recovery in murine graft-vs-host disease.
Mast cells as studied by light microscopy with metachromatic staining, have been noted to "disappear" from the skin of mice with chronic graft-vs-host disease (GVHD) produced across minor histocompatibility barriers. This mast cell disappearance is accompanied by ultrastructural evidence of loss of granule contents. In this study, we followed cutaneous mast cells in chronic GVHD over 9 mo by three methods: Light microscopy of toluidine blue-stained sections showed that mast cells not seen at day 42 reappeared between days 94 and 125, were supramaximal at days 146 and 164, and returned to normal levels at days 195 and 280. Double immunofluorescent staining of mast cells for the presence of surface IgE receptors and cytoplasmic granules (avidin) revealed IgE receptor-bearing cells that lacked avidin-binding granules at the time when mast cells were not apparent on light microscopy. By electron microscopy, reappearing mast cells have the morphology of immature dermal mast cells. Ultrastructural abnormalities of mast cells persist some 150 days after GVHD induction. The possible relationship of these mast cell changes to the development of dermal fibrosis in chronic GVHD is discussed.